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(54) Improved optical modulator/switch 

(57) ' An optical modulator/optical switch is dis- 
closed. The modulator/switch includes a reflective zone 
plate defined in a movable .zone plate support. The re- 
flective zone plate focuses an optical signal reflected 
therefrom. In response to a control signal, a controlled 
voltage source applies a voltage across the movable 
zone plate support and a layer spaced from the zone 
plate support. The applied voltage generates an elec- 



trostatic force that causes the zone plate support to 
move towards the other layer. When the zone plate sup- 
port moves, the reflective zone plate's orientation to an 
optical signal incident thereon changes. Such a change 
in orientation alters the path of the optical signal reflect- 
ed from the reflective zone plate. The reflected optical 
signal can be directed to different receiving waveguides 
by changing the amplitude of the applied voltage. 
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Description 

Field of the invention 

5 The present invention relates to optical modulators and switches. More particularly, the present invention relates 

to micromachined devices employing a focusing device for modulating an optical signal or for functioning as an optical 
switch. 

Background of the Invention 

10 

There is increasing interest in developing inexpensive optical modulators and switches. A number of structures 
for optical modulators have been proposed. Most utilize a variable air gap defined by two layers of material, at least 
one of which layers is movable. Varying the air gap by moving one of the layers changes an optical property of the 
device, typically the reflectivity. Thus, in one state, the modulator is highly reflective to an incident optical signal, and 

is in another state, the modulator has a very low reflectivity to the incident optical signal. This difference in reflectivity is 
used to modulate the optical signal. Such modulators are usually activated by applying a voltage across the two layers 
generating an electrostatic force that causes the movable layer to move towards the other layer. 

There are a number of drawbacks associated with modulators having the aforementioned structure. For example, 
a particular value of the voltage, e.g., 37.4 volts, may be required for moving the movable layer a specified distance 

20 to achieve a maximum change in optical properties between the "voltage -off ' and the "voltage-on" state. As the mod- 
ulator ages, the particular value may change. To the extent the drive voltage is not suitably adjusted, modulator per- 
formance is degraded. Furthermore, the underlying optical principles of the device may place constraints on the thick- 
ness or other characteristics of the layers. Such constraints limit materials selection and complicate fabrication. Also, 
such modulators are typically used with only a single optical fiber, limiting the potential usefulness of these devices. 

25 Thus, there is a need for an optical modulator that avoids these drawbacks of the prior art. 

Summary of the Invention 

An optical modulator/switch and methods of modulation and switching according to the invention are set out in the 
30 independent claims. 

The distance between the reflective zone plate and the focal location is preferably in the range from about 100 to 
about 500 times the wavelength of the incident optical signal. 

The regions that prevent negative contributions to the amplitude of the reflected signal from reaching the focal 
location may be such as not to reflect negative contributions. Alternatively they may be adapted to change the phase 
35 of the reflected optical signal by about 180°. 

The optical modulator/switch may further comprise a conductive layer spaced from the zone-plate support and a 
controlled voltage source electrically connected to the zone-plate support and the layer. 

The optical modulator/switch may further comprise a waveguide having a first end positioned at the focal location. 

In one form, the zone-plate support is flexible and has a doubly-supported beam configuration. In another form 
40 the zone-plate support has a cantilever configuration, and in yet another form the zone-plate support has a torsional 
configuration. 

The optical modulator/switch may further comprise a conductive layer spaced from the zone-plate support and a 
controlled voltage source electrically connected to the zone-plate support and the layer. 

Each region of the first and second plurality of regions may be further comprised of sections, each section within 
45 a region differing in height from an adjacent section in the region by the same amount. 

An optical modulator/switch is disclosed. The optical modulator/switch includes a reflective zone plate for reflecting 
an incident optical signal. The optical modulator/switch further includes a means for rotating or tilting the reflective 
zone plate from an initial orientation, typically normal to an incident optical signal, to at least one other orientation. 

The reflective zone plate functions as a lens, receiving an incoming optical signal and focusing a reflected signal. 
so Th e zone plate alters the phase of, or removes, contributions to the optical signal which result in destructive interference 
upon reflection. The resulting reflected optical signal has a much higher central intensity than if the signal was reflected 
from a mirror or other reflective surface. 

By tilting the reflective zone plate away from its initial orientation, the direction of the reflected optical signal can 
be altered. In one embodiment of a modulator/switch according to the present invention, the reflective zone plate is 
ss rapidly tilted between its initial orientation when the modulator/switch is in a quiescent state, and a second orientation 
("the biased state of the modulator/switch") in response to a voltage signal from a controlled voltage source. In the 
quiescent state, the reflected signal is in optical communication with a wave guide; in the biased state, the path of the 
reflected signal is altered so that the optical signal is no longer in optica! communication with the wave guide. In this 
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manner, an optical signal can be modulated with very high contrast between the quiescent and biased states. Moreover, 
a modulator/switch according to the present invention does not have to be operated at a specific voltage to achieve 
maximum contrast between the two states. Rather, as long the voltage is sufficient to tilt the reflective zone plate enough 
to ensure that, in the biased state, the optical signal is not captured by the wave guide, maximum contrast is achieved. 

s Furthermore, since, in preferred embodiments, the optical signal is reflecting from a high reflectivity coating, there are 
relatively few limitations regarding suitable support materials for the reflective zone plate. 

In other embodiments, the reflective zone plate can be tilted to a plurality of orientations, each of which orientations 
result in different optical paths for a reflected optical signal. In each orientation, the reflective zone plate is in optical 
communication with a different wave guide. Thus, in response to-a voltage signal from a controlled voltage source, an 

10 incident optical signal can be switched to any one of a plurality of wave guides. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

Further features of the invention will become more apparent from the following detailed description of specific 
is embodiments thereof when read in conjunction with the accompanying drawings in which: 

FIG. 1 a is a plan view of a conceptual schematic of an optical modulator/switch according to the present invention; 
FIG. lb is a side-view of the modulator/switch of FIG. 1a; 
FIG. 2 is an exemplary embodiment of a reflective zone plate; 
20 FIG. 3 is a partial view of a modulator/switch according to the present invention wherein the reflective zone plate 

is coincident with an axis perpendicular to an incident optical signal; 

FIG. 4 shows the modulator/switch of FIG. 3 wherein the reflective zone plate is tilted relative to the axis; 
FIG. 5a shows an arrangement wherein a modulator/switch according to the present invention is being used in 
conjunction with one wave guide to modulate an optical signal, wherein the reflective zone plate of the modulator/ 
25 switch is coincident with an axis perpendicular to the incident optical signal; 

FIG. 5b shows the arrangement of FIG. 5a wherein the reflective zone plate is tilted relative to the axis; 

FIG 5c shows an arrangement wherein a modulator/switch according to the present invention is being used in 

conjunction with two wave guides to modulate an optical signal, the modulator/switch being shown in the quiescent 

state 

30 FIG 5d shows the arrangement of FIG. 5c in the biased state; 

FIG 5e shows an arrangement wherein a modulator/switch according to the present invention is being used in 
conjunction with three wave guides to function as a switch, wherein the modulator/switch is shown in the quiescent 
state. 

FIG. 51 shows the arrangement of FIG. 5e wherein the modulator/switch is shown in the biased state; 
35 FIG 5g shows an arrangement wherein a modulator/switch according to the present invention is being used in 

conjunction with five wave guides to function as a switch; 

FIG 6a is a perspective view of a first preferred embodiment of an optical modulator/ switch according to the 

present invention wherein the zone-plate support is configured as a doubly-supported beam; 

FIG 6b shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 6a in the quiescent state; 
40 FIG. 6c shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 6a in the biased state; 

FIG. 7a ts a perspective view of a second preferred embodiment of an optical modulator/ switch according to the 

present invention wherein the zone-plate support is configured as a cantilevered structure; 

FIG. 7b shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 7a in the quiescent state; 

FIG. 7c shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 7a in the biased state; 
45 FIG. 8a is a perspective view of a second preferred embodiment of an optical modulator/ switch according to the 

present invention wherein the zone-plate support is configured as a torsional structure; 

FIG. 8b shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 8a in the quiescent state; 

FIG. 8c shows the optical modulator/switch of FIG. 8a in the biased state; 

FIG. 9 illustrates a first preferred embodiment of a reflective zone plate; 
so FIG. 10a demonstrates optical path length differences between sections of a given zone or region; 

FIG. 10b shows a second preferred embodiment of a reflective zone plate; 

FIG. 11 shows the relative amplitude of a reflected signal for a four-level reflective zone plate and a two-level 
reflective zone plate as a function of the relative radial distance from center of the optical signal; 
FIGS. 12a - 12c show the relative amplitude of a reflected optical signal as a function of the relative radial distance 
55 for djyA = 320, 250 and 200, respectively; 

FIG. 13 is an illustration of a doubly-suspended beam; and 

FIG. 14 shows the universal curve Z mp / t eff as a function of U, which is useful for determining drive voltage re- 
quirements for a given membrane displacement. 
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Detailed Description of the Invention 



FIGS 1a and 1b are simplified schematic diagrams, plan view and side view, respectively, of an optical modulator/ 
switch 1 according to the present invention. The optical modulator/switch 1 includes a reflective zone plate 8 defined 

s in or on a zone-plate support 6. The zone-plate support is mechanically connected to a support means 4. The optical 
modulator/switch 1 further includes a movement means 1 8 for rotating or tilting the reflective zone plate 8 away from 
an axis 30 Depending upon the specific embodiment of the modulator/switch 1, several of which are described later 
in this specification, the reflective zone plate 8 can be rotated in the direction 31 about the axis 30 or in the direction 
32 away from the axis 30. Further description of the support means 4 and the movement means 1 8 are presented later 

io in this specification in conjunction with several preferred embodiments of the optical modulator/switch. 

The reflective zone plate 8 behaves in a manner quite similar to a lens, focusing an incident optical signal. It 
accomplishes this result as follows. In the absence of the reflective zone plate 8, the amplitude of light reflected from 
a mirror decreases with total distance from the mirror due to the diverging light beam. If the mirror is divided into a 
series of concentric rings or zones, the amplitude of the reflected light is simply the sum of the contributes from each 

15 of the zones Since the light from each zone travels a slightly different overall distance, each contribution arrives at a 
detection point with a different phase. This leads to interference effects. By removing those zones that lead to destructive 
interference the reflective zone plate can be used to greatly enhance the total amplitude at a given distance from the 
plate, i.e., at a "focal point.- In one embodiment, the destructive contributions are removed by constructing a series of 
properly spaced non-reflecting rings, such as illustrated in FIG. 2. 

20 The reflective zone plate 8a shown in FIG. 2 is defined by four spaced, concentrically<iisposed, circularly-shaped 

non-reflective regions 10. Reflective regions 11 are located between the non-reflective regions 10. The reflective re- 
gions 11 are located to achieve a net constructive interference at the location of the detector. 

It should be understood that the configuration of a reflective zone plate 8 for use in the present invention will vary 
with the wavelength of the optical signal being reflected, the distance of the reflective zone plate from a wave guide 

25 that delivers the optical signal, and the distance between the reflective zone plate and a waveguide, detector or the 
like that receives the reflected optical signal. Thus, in other embodiments, a reflective zone plate may include more or 
less than four non -reflective regions 10 as a function of the aforementioned factors. Other embodiments of reflective 
zone plates, and methods for calculating the required number, m, of regions or zones and the radius, R h of the regions 
10, are described later in this specification. 

30 Moreover, it will be appreciated that in an alternate embodiment, a reflective zone plate can be formed as shown 

in FIG 2 except that the non-reflective regions 10 of the alternate embodiment are placed where the reflective regions 
1 1 of the plate of FIG. 2 are located. The reflected amplitude from the two embodiments are similar, except for a phase 
difference of 180°. The phase is not important in terms of modulator/switch performance. The operation of an optical 
modulator/switch 1 according to the present invention is described below. 

35 In FIG 3 the reflective zone plate 8 is aligned with the axis 30 and is normal to an incident optical signal 23. Thus, 

a signal 24 reflected from the reflective zone plate 8 will be directed back along the same path as the incident optical 
signal 23 but in the opposite direction. In FIG. 4, the reflective zone plate 8 is tilted from the axis 30 by an angle, p, so 
that the incident optical signal 23 is no longer normal to the reflective zone plate 8. As such, the optical signal 24 will 
be reflected from the reflective zone plate 8 such that the angle described by the incident signal and the reflected signal 

40 is 2B As described below, by rapidly tilting the reflective zone plate 8 between those two orientations in response to 
a control signal, the reflective zone plate can be used to modulate an optical signal or function as an optical switch. 
FIGS 5a - 5g illustrate using the optical modulator/switch 1 with various wave guiding arrangements. 

FIGS 5a and 5b illustrate an arrangement 100a wherein the optical modulator/switch 1 is used as an optical 
modulator The arrangement 100a comprises the optical modulator/switch 1 and a wave guide 25 used for carrying 

45 both an incident optical signal and a reflected optical signal. As used herein, the term "wave guide 0 refers to optical 
fibers or any other medium suitable for supporting the propagation of an optical signal. FIGS. 5a and 5b show the 
reflective zone plate 8 spaced from the wave guide 25. The axis 30 is perpendicular to the waveguide 25. 

In FIG 5a, the optica! modulator/switch 1 is shown in its "untilted" or -quiescent- state wherein the reflective zone 
plate 8 is aligned along the axis 30. In the quiescent state, the reflective zone plate 8 is perpendicular to the wave 

so guide 25 In this state, the reflective zone plate 8 receives an incident optical signal 23 and delivers a reflected optc *l 
signal 24 back to the wave guide 25. In FIG. 5b, the optical modulator/switch 1 is shown in the "tilted" or "biased 0 sta, j 
wherein the reflective zone plate 8 is tilted by the angle, p, from the axis 30. In the biased state, the reflective zone 
plate 8 is not perpendicular to the wave guide 25. Thus, in the biased state, the optical signal 24 reflected from the 
reflective zone plate 8 follows a path that is displaced by an angle. 20, from the incident optical signal 23 and will not 

55 be received by the wave guide 25. 

FIGS 5c and 5d illustrates a second arrangement 100b wherein the optical modulator/switch 1 is used, once again, 
as an optical modulator. The arrangement 100b comprises the optical modulator/switch 1 and two wave guides 25 and 
26 In the arrangment 100b, one of the waveguides, such as the wave guide 25, delivers the incident optical signal 23 
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to the reflective zone plate 8 and the other wave guide 26 receives the reflected optical signal 24. FIGS. 5c and 5d 
show the reflective zone plate 8 spaced from the wave guides 25 and 26. The wave guides 25 and 26 are positioned 
so that when the optical modulator/switch is in the quiescent state, shown in FIG. 5c, the reflected optical signal 24 is 
directed along a first path to the wave guide 26. In the biased state, shown in FIG. 5d, the reflected optical signal 24 

5 is deflected by an angle, 20. from the first path. So deflected, the optical signal 24 is not received by the wave guide 26. 

FIGS. 5e and 5f illustrate an arrangement 200a wherein the optical modulator/switch 1 is used as an optical switch. 
The arrangement 200a comprises the optical modulator/switch 1 and three wave guides 25, 26 and 27. FIGS. 5e and 
5f show the reflective zone plate 8 spaced from the three wave guides. The wave guide 25 delivers an optical signal 
23 to the reflective zone plate 8 and one of the wave guides 26 or 27 receives the reflected optical signal 24. The wave 

10 guides 25 and 26 are positioned so that when the optical modulator/switch 1 is in the quiescent state, shown in FIG. 
5e, the reflected optical signal 24 is directed along a first path to the wave guide 26. In the biased state, shown in FIG. 
5d! the reflected optical signal 24 is deflected by an angle, 2(3, from the first path. So deflected, the optical signal 24 
follows a second path to be received by the wave guide 27. 

It will be appreciated that in other embodiments, such as, for example, an embodiment shown in FIG. 5g, further 

is wave guides can be used for receiving the reflected optical signal 24. FIG. 5g shows an arrangement 200b comprising 
the optical modulator/switch 1, a wave guide 25 for delivering an optical signal 23 and four wave guides, 26 - 29, for 
receiving the reflected optical signal 24. By varying the tilt angle, p, of the reflective zone plate 8 relative to the axis 
30, the optical path of the reflected signal 24 can be varied. Thus, by causing the reflective zone plate 8 to appropriately 
tilt, the reflected optical signal 24 can be directed to any one of the four waveguides 26- 29. 

20 Guidelines concerning the spacing between the reflective zone plate 8 and the wave guides for arrangements 

such as those described above will be provided later in this specification. 

Having described the general features of the optical modulator/switch 1, its operation and exemplary uses, three 
specific embodiments of an optical modulator/switch according to the present invention, and methods for making them, 
will be described below. While some elements of one embodiment may be structurally identical to elements in other 

25 embodiments, all elements pertaining to a particular embodiment, with the exception of the reflective zone plate 8, will 
be designated by an alphabetic character distinguishing them from the elements of other embodiments, e.g., ail ele- 
ments of modulator/ switch 1a will be designated by an identifier "a", as well as by a reference numeral, while those 
of the modulator 1 b will be designated by an identifier n b B . 

FIG. 6a shows, in a perspective view, a preferred embodiment of a micromechanical optical modulator/switch 1a 

30 according to the present invention. The optical modulator/switch 1 a includes a reflective zone plate 8 defined off-center 
in a flexible conductive zone-plate support 6a. The zone-plate support 6a is suspended above a conductive layer 2a 
by support structure 4a. In a preferred embodiment, contacts 14a and 16a are disposed on the conductive layer 2a 
and the zone-plate support 6a, respectively. The contacts 14a and 16a facilitate electrical connection to a controlled 
voltage source 18a. The zone-plate support 6a is referred to herein as a doubly-supported beam structure or config- 

35 u ration. 

Regarding operation, FIGS. 6a and 6b show the optical modulator/switch 1a in a quiescent state, wherein the 
reflective zone plate 8 is perpendicular to an incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical signal 24 will return along 
the same path as the incident optical signal 23 but in the opposite direction. 

FIG. 6c shows a cross-sectionai view of the optical modulator/switch 1a in a biased state. In response to a control 

40 signal, the controlled-voltage source 1 8a applies a voltage across the zone-plate support 6a and conductive layer 2a. 
The applied voltage generates an electrostatic force that causes the zone-plate support 6a to move towards the con- 
ductive layer 2a. In the optical modulator/switch la, each end 41a, 42a of the zone-plate support 6a is attached to the 
support structure 4a. Thus, when the optical modulator/switch 1a is under bias, regions nearer the center 40a of the 
zone-plate support 6a deflect more, relative to the axis 30, than regions near the ends 41a, 42a of the zone-plate 

45 support 6a. Since the reflective zone plate 8 is located off-center on the zone-plate support 6a, it will tilt downwardly 
toward the center 40a of the zone-plate support 6a. The reflective zone plate 8 will thus be displaced by an angle, p, 
relative to the axis 30, from its non-biased orientation. As such, an axis 33 normal to the reflective zone plate 8a will 
no longer be coincident wilh the incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical signal 24 will therefore not return to its 
source. The path of the reflected optical signal 24 will be displaced from the path of the incident optical signal 23 by 2p. 

so in the optical modulator/switch 1a, the zone-plate support 6a and the support structure 4a provide the function and 

structure indicated by the support means 4 of the optical modulator/switch 1 described earlier in this specification. The 
controlled-voltage source 1 8a in conjunction with the conductivity of the zone-plate support 6a and the conductive layer 
2a, as well as the flexibility of the zone-plate support 6a provide the function and structure indicated by the movement 
means 18 of the modulator/switch 1. 

ss FIG. 7a shows, in a perspective view, a second preferred embodiment of a micromechanical optical modulator/ 

switch 1 b according to the present invention. The optical modulator/switch 1 b includes a reflective zone plate 8 defined 
in a conductive zone-plate support 6b. A flexible member 7b depending from a side 41b of the zone-plate support 6b 
is attached to a support structure 4b. The support structure 4b, in conjunction with the flexible member 7b, suspend 
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the zone-plate support 6b above a conductive layer 2b. In a preferred embodiment, contacts 1 4b and 1 6c are disposed 
so that they are in electrical contact with the conductive layer 2b and the zone-plate support 6b, respectively. The 
contacts 14b and 16b facilitate electrical connection to a controlled voltage source 18b. The zone^late support 6b in 
conjunction with the flexible member 7b are referred to herein as a cantilever structure or configuration. 

Regarding operation, FIGS. 7a and 7b show the optical modulator/switch 1b in a quiescent state, wherein the 
reflective zone plate 8 is perpendicular to an incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical signal 24 will return along 
the same path as the incident optical signal 23 but in the opposite direction. 

FIG 7c shows a cross-sectional view of the optical modulator/switch 1a in a biased state. In response to a control 
signal the controlled-voltage source 18b applies a voltage across the zone-plate support 6b and conductive layer 2b. 
The resulting electrostatic force causes the zone-plate support 6b to move towards the conductive layer 2b. In the 
cantilever configuration of the optical modulator/switch 1b, the end 41b of the zone-plate support 6b remains nearest 
the axis 30 while the end 42b of the zone-plate support deflects furthest from the axis 30. Thus, when the optical 
modulator/switch 1 b is under bias, the reflective zone plate 8 tilts downwardly toward the end 42b. The reflective zone 
plate 8 will be thus be displaced by an angle, p, relative to the axis 30, from its non-biased orientation. As such, normal 
axis 33 will no longer be coincident with the incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical signal 24 will therefore not 
return to its source* its path will be displaced from the path of the incident optical signal 23 by 2p. 

In the modulator/switch 1b, the zone-plate support 6b, flexible member 7b and the support structure 4b provide 
the function and structure indicated by the support means 4 of the optical modulator/switch 1 described earlier. The 
controlled-voltage source 18b and flexible member 7b, in conjunction with the conductivity of the zone-plate support 
6b and the conductive layer 2b, provide the function and structure indicated by the movement means 18 of the mod- 
ulator/switch 1. 

FIG 8a shows a third preferred embodiment of an optical modulator/switch 1c. The optical modulator/switch Ic 
includes a reflective zone plate 6 defined in an at least partially conductive zone-plate support 6c. Torsional members 
7c and 7d. depending from sides 43c and 44c, respectively, of the zone-plate support 6c are attached to a support 
structure 4c The support structure 4c, in conjunction with the torsional members 7c and 7d, suspend the zone-plate 
support 6c above an at least partially conductive layer 2c. In a preferred embodiment, contacts 14c and 16c are disposed 
so that they are in electrical contact with the conductive layer 2c and the zone-plate support 6c, respectively. The 
contacts 14c and 16c facilitate electrical connection to a controlled voltage source 18c. Using the torsional members 
7c and 7d as a dividing line, only about one half of either the layer 2c or the zone^late support 6c should be conductive. 
The zone-plate support 6c in conjunction with the torsional members 7c and 7d are referred to herein as a torsional 

structure or configuration. . 

Regarding operation, FIGS. 8a and 8b show the optical modulator/switch 1c in a quiescent state, wherein the 
reflective zone plate 8 is perpendicular to an incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical signal 24 will return along 
the same path as the incident optical signal 23 but in the opposite direction. 

FIG 8c shows the optical mod ulatocr/s witch Ic in a biased state. In response to a control signal, the controlled- 
voltage source 18c applies a voltage across the zone-plate support 6c and layer 2c. The applied voltage generates an 
electrostatic force that causes the conductive region of the zone-plate support 6c to move towards the conductive 
region of the layer 2c In the torsional configuration of the optical modulator/switch 1c, the zone-plate support 6c rotates 
about the axis defined by the torsional members 7c and 7d so that one side of the zone-plate support is drawn towards 
the layer 2c Thus when the optical modulator/switch 1c is under bias, the reflective zone plate 8 tilts downwardly 
toward either the left or the right of the torsional members 7c and 7d : depending upon the location of the conductive 
regions The reflective zone plate 8 will be thus be displaced by an angle, p, relative to the axis 30, from its non-biased 
orientation As such, normal axis 33 will no longer be coincident with the incident optical signal 23. The reflected optical 
signal 24 will therefore not return to its source. The path of the reflected optical signal 24 will be displaced from the 
path of the incident optical signal 23 by 2p. 

In the optical modulator/switch Ic, the zone-plate support 6c, torsional members 7c and 7d, and the support struc- 
ture 4c provide the function and structure indicated by the support means 4 of the optical modulator/switch 1 described 
earlier in this specification. The controlled-voltage source 18c and torsional members 7c and 7d in conjunction with 
the conductive regions of the zone-plate support 6c and the layer 2c provide the function and structure indicated by 
the movement means 18 of the optical modulator/switch 1 . 

The various embodiments of an optical modulator/switch described above can be used in any of the arrangements 
100a, 100b, 200a and 200b previously described. Surface and bulk micromachining techniques well-known to those 
skilled in the art can be used to form an optical modulator/switch according to the present invention. It will be appreciated 
by those skilled in the art that elements, such as the zone-plate support 6 and the conductive layer 2, which are indicated 
to be conductive or partially conductive, can either be intrinsically conductive, or rendered conductive by the deposition 
of suitably conductive materials or, as appropriate, by doping with appropriate species. Further details concerning the 
reflective zone ptate 8 utilized in present invention are described below. 

As previously described, a reflective zone plate 8 utilized in the present invention can be configured as illustrated 
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in FIG. 2. FIG. 2 shows a reflective zone plate 8a defined by spaced, concentrically-disposed, circularly-shaped non- 
reflective regions 1 0 and circularly-shaped reflective regions 1 1 located therebetween. Those skilled in the art will know 
many ways for creating the non-reflective and reflective regions. For example, the non -reflective regions 10 can be 
transparent so that light passes through such regions and is absorbed by underlying layers, or they can be black. 

s Reflective regions can be created by coating the smooth surface of a reflective zone plate 8a with a highly reflective 
material, such as aluminum or gold, in the appropriate regions 11. It is within the capabilities of those skilled in the art 
to select an appropriate method, i.e., photolithographic, print, various deposition techniques, for applying materials to 
the zone-plate support 6 to form the non -reflective and reflective regions. Other embodiments of non -reflective and 
reflective regions, and ways for forming such regions, that occur.to those skilled in the art, can suitably be used. 

10 For optical modulators/switches according to the invention using the reflective zone plate 8a, half of the incident 

optical signal is lost in the non -reflective regions 10. It will be appreciated by those skilled in the art that by increasing 
or decreasing the path length of the °out-of-phase tt contributions to the optical signal by one-half of a wavelength, such 
contributions will be brought in-phase with the rest of the optical signal. In a preferred embodiment of a reflective zone 
plate 8b, shown in FIG. 9, the surface of the reflective zone plate where the non-reflective regions would otherwise be 

is located should be treated, as appropriate, to be reflective, and should be one-quarter of a wavelength higher, as indi- 
cated by the reference character, d, than the surface of the reflective regions 11. The roundtrip path length for light 
reflecting off such regions is decreased by one-half of a wavelength. Thus, the non -reflective regions 1 0 become phase- 
reversing reflecting regions 10a. The amplitude of an optical signal reflected from the reflective zone plate 8b is twice 
that of an optical signal reflected from reflective zone plate 8a. Surface or bulk micromachining techniques known to 

20 those skilled in the art can be used to form the >74 steps in surface height. 

There are ty ically fewer lim itations on the materials choice for the various elements of a modulator/switch according 
to the present invention than for typical modulators. Surface treatments can be used to form the desired regions, e.g., 
non-reflective, reflective and phase-reversing. Suitable materials for the zone-plate support 6 include, without limitation, 
polysilicon, indium-tin-oxide (ITO) coated glass, silicon nitride, metal films and plastic. 

25 Referring to FIG. 10a, the path length, P v for light striking the inner edge 46 of a given zone is shorter than the 

path length, P 2 , for light striking the outer edge 47 of that zone, assuming an optical source located on the axis 50 
through the center of the reflective zone plate 8a or 8b. This path length difference introduces phase shifts that result 
in an amount of destructive interference. In a further preferred embodiment of a reflective zone plate 8c shown in FIG. 
10b, the surface of each region is stepped upwardly as the radius of the region increases. While an infinite number of 

30 steps, i.e., a smooth, rising surface, would provide the best performance, fabrication would be difficult. Preferably, at 
least four "steps" replace each pair of two level zones, although a two-step zone plate improves performance consid- 
erably relative to a flat surface. For a tour level plate, the step heights would typically repeat the sequence, 0, 1/8X, 
MAX and 3/8X. For a zone plate having a number, b, of steps or levels, the step height is A/(2b), with the first level 
always being zero. 

35 The zone radii of the reflective zone plate 8 are determined as follows. It is assumed that the source, S, of a 

Gaussian beam, i.e., the end of the wave guide delivering the optical signal, is a distance, d s , from the reflective zone 
plate and that the detection point, P, i.e., the end of the wave guide receiving the reflected optical signal, is a distance, 
d , from the reflective zone plate. Both S and P are located on the symmetry axis of the reflective zone plate 8. 
P ' For a reflective zone plate 8 having two regions, such as the reflective zone plate 8a, including one having two 

40 steps or levels, such as the phase reversing reflective zone plate 8b, the zone radii are determined by the relation: 

[1] (R m 2 /2R) + r-d p = mA/2 

45 where: r = (R m 2 + d p 2 ) 0 - 5 and m = integer and where R is the radius of curvature of the phase front a distance, d s , from 

the source S. When d s is large compared to X, then R = d s . 

The first zone then extends from the center of the reflective zone plate 8b out to R^ the second zone from to 

R 2> and so forth. The solution to expression [1] is provided in Table 1. The zone radii, R m , are expressed in terms of 

X, the wavelength of the incident optical signal. Table I is based on the condition d s = d p . In other words, the wave 
so guide delivering the optical signal and the wave guide receiving the reflected optical signal are the same distance from 

the reflective zone plate. The zone radii, R m , are expressed as a function of d s and m. Thus, R m /Xfor a particular zone, 

m, is given at various values of d^X, e.g., 100, 200 ... 500. 

About 99 percent of the energy of the optical signal is contained within a radius that is 1 .5 times the radius of the 

optical beam at any given distance from the optical source, i.e., the end of the wave guide. Thus, zones having radii 
ss exceeding 1.5 times the beam radius will have negligible impact on the intensity of the reflected optical signal. The 

"starred" radius in each column locates the largest effective zone radius, i.e., the largest zone radius that is less than 

1.5 times the beam radius : for that value of 6JX For example, if 6JX = 100, no more than 3 zones are required. 
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Table 1 



Zone Radii R m for a Two-Level Reflective Zone Plate 


BJX 


m 


d s /X.= 100 


dgA = 200 


d 3 /X=300 


6JX = 400 


d 3 A.= 500 


1 


7.38 


10.11 


12.31 


14.18 


15.84 | 


2 


10.44 


14.31 


17,41 . 


20.06 


22.40 


3 


**12.79** 


17.53 


21.33 


24.57 | 


27.44 


4 | 




20.24 


24.63 


28.37 


31.69 


5 [ 




22.64 


27.54 


31.73 


35.43 | 


6 




"24.80** 


30.17 


34.76 


38.81 


7 






32.60 


37.54 


41.93 


8 






34.85 


40.14 


44.83 


9 






"36.97" 


42.58 


47.55 


10 








44.89 


50.12 


11 








47.08 


52.57 


12 








49.18 


54.91 


13 








**51.19~ 


57.16 


14 










59.32 


15 










61.41 


16 










**63.43** 



The radii for a four-level reflective zone plate such as the reflective zone plate 8c shown in FIG. 10b are calculated 
as follows. The optical paths associated with neighboring zone boundaries differ by V4. The radii of the four-level 
reflective zone plate is denoted S y jf and is given by: 



[2] S 2 j / (2R) + r - d p = (i - 1 )/X + (j - 1 ybX s 

where: i is the zone number and j is the step level, i.e., j = 1 ; 2,3,4 and b is the number of steps, e.g., 4 in the present 
example. 

The first zone, which has no extra phase shift, extends from the center of the reflective zone plate 8c out to &, v 
The second zone, which has a phase shift of it/2, extends from to S^ 2 . The third zone has a phase shift of n and 
extends from S 1 2 to S n 3 . And the fourth zone, with a phase shift of 3it/2. extends from 3 to S-, A . The sequence then 
repeats with the second zone, e.g., S 2 .i to S 2 , 4 - 

The solution to expression [2], which provides the zone radii S t l for a four-level zone, is given in Tables 2a and 2b 
in terms of the optical wavelength, X. Table 2a provides the zone radii for zones 1 - 5, i.e. S ri - S 54 , and Table 2b 
provides the zone radii for zones 6 - 9. Tables 2a and 2b are based on the condition d s = d p . The zone radii, S Lj , are 
expressed as a function of d s , i and j. Thus, SrfX for a particular zone, i, and step, j, is given at various values of 6JX, 
e.g., 100, 200 ...500. The "starred" radius in each column locates the largest effective zone radius for that value of d^X 

It should be appreciated that expression [2] can be used to calculate the zone radii for a reflective zone plate 
having a number, b, of steps or levels other than 4 by setting "b" in expression [2] equal to the other number of steps. 
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Table 2a 

Zone Radii for a Four-Level Reflective Zone Plate 
Zones 1-5 



S-.Jk 


i j 


d/X s=l00 d/X = 200 d/A. = 300 


d/A. = 400 


j <AA 

d/A = 5UU 


1 


1 


0 


0 


0 


0 


0 


1 


2 


5.22 


7.16 


8.71 


10.03 


1 1.20 


1 


3 


7.38 


10.12 


12.31 


14.18 




1 


4 


9.04 


12.39 


15.08 


17.37 


1 Q /1A 


2 


1 


10.44 


14.31 


17.42 


20.06 


n /I 1 

22.41 


2 


2 


11.67 


16.00 


19.47 


22.43 


25.05 


2 


3 


12.79 


17.53 


21.33 


24.57 


27.44 


2 


4 


** 13.82** 


18.94 


23.04 


26.54 


2y. o4 


3 


1 




20.25 


24.64 


28.38 


1 I iCA 


3 


2 




21.48 


26 A3 


30.10 


33.51 


3 


3 




22.64 


27.55 


31.73 


33.43 


3 


4 




23. O 




33.28 


37. lo 


4 


1 




24.81 


30.18 


34.76 


38.82 


4 


2 




**25.82** 


31.41 


36.18 


40.41 


4 


3 






32.60 


37.55 


41.93 


4 


4 






33.75 


38.87 


43.40 


5 


1 






34.85 


40.15 


44.83 


5 


2 






35.93 


41.38 


46.21 


5 


3 






36.97 


42.58 


47.55 


5 


4 






**37.99** 


43.75 


48.86 
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Table 2b 

Zone Radii S y for a Four-Level Reflective Zone Plate 
Zones 6-9 

s 





i J 


dJX = 400 d/A. = 500 


6 


1 


44. 


3U« 1 J 


6 


z 


40.UU 




O 




AH AO 




o 




4o. ID 


jj. /D 


7 


I 


AO 1 Q 

4y. lo 


D4.yZ 


7 


1 




DO.U3 


7 


3 


"3 1 .ZU 


3 / . 1 / 


/ 


A 
*r 




58 26 


8 


1 




59.33 


8 


2 




60.38 


8 


3 




61.41 


8 


4 




62.43 


9 


1 




**63.43** 


9 


2 






9 


3 






9 


4 







FIG. 11 shows the calculated Gaussian profile of a four-level reflective zone plate, identified by the reference 
45 numeral 54, and the profile of a two-level reflective zone plate, identified by the reference numeral 52. The profile 
shows the relative amplitude, 52 and 54, of the reflected signal as a function of the relative radial distance from center 
of the optical signal. The relative amplitude is defined as the amplitude of the reflected signal at the detector (point P), 
i.e., at the end of the receiving wave guide, divided by the amplitude of the incident optical signal at the source (point 
S), i.e., at the end of the delivering wave guide. The relative radial distance is defined as the lateral distance from the 
so center of the optical signal at point P, divided by the radius of the optical signal at point S. FIG. 11 is based on the 
condition d p = d s and d^/X= 200. FIG. 11 shows that, on center, the optical signal reflected from a two-level reflective 
zone plate has an amplitude that is about 60 percent of the initial amplitude, for a signal loss of about 4 dB. The signal 
reflected from the four-level reflective zone plate has an amplitude that is about 90 percent of the initial amplitude, for 
a signal loss of about 1 dB. 

55 The optical signal reflected from the reflective zone plate 8 must be captured by the aperture of a wave guide, 

typically an optical fiber. As such, it is important that the reflected signal has an appropriate beam width, i.e., spot size, 
at the end of the receiving fiber. Spot size can be adjusted by varying the distance between the source, i.e., the end 
of the fiber delivering the optical signal, and the reflective zone plate 8. FIGS. 12a - 12c show the relative amplitude 
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of the reflected optical signal as a function of the relative radial distance, p/iv Q , for several values of dJX. For FIGS. 
1 2a - 1 2c, the relative radial distance p/w 0 is defined as the radial distance from the center of the receiving fiber divided 
by the width of the optical signal at the end of the delivering fiber. For FIGS. 1 2a - 1 2c, 6 p /X = 200. The relative amplitude 
56, 58 and 60 of the reflected signal for 6Jk = 320, d,A = 250 and d^X = 200, respectively, is shown in FIGS. 12a, 

5 1 2b and 1 2c, respectively. FIGS. 1 2a - 1 2c show that as the distance between the source fiber and the reflective zone 
plate 8 increases, the profile narrows. As such, a greater portion of the energy is captured within a smaller radius at 
greater source to plate distances. Thus, the spacing between the end of the source wave guide and the reflective zone 
plate can be adjusted for the aperature of the receiving wave guide. 

In arrangements such as 100b, 200a, 200b, the reflected optjcal beam must be directed toward one or more wave 

10 guides. Thus, for a particular spacing between the wave guide and the reflective zone plate 8, the reflective zone plate 
8 must be tilted to a particular angle, p. The tilt of the reflective zone plate 8 corresponds to a particular deflection of 
the zone-plate support 6. The amount that the zone-plate support deflects is controlled by the applied voltage, V 

The voltage, V, required for a particular deflection of the zone-plate support can be determined by routine exper- 
imentation. Alternatively, the voltage, V, calculated according to the following methods. 

15 The voltage, V, required for a particular amount of deflection of the zone-plate support 6a having a doubly supported 

beam configuration can be determined as follows, referring to FIGS. 13 and 14. When the tension in the zone-plate 
support 6a is large, the force equation is given by: 

20 [3] T(d 2 Z/dx 2 ) = 0.5e o w V 2 / <t 0 + t s /K s + Z) 2 

where: T = tension, e 0 = permittivity, w = width of the zone-plate support, V = voltage, to = the unbiased gap between 
the zone-plate support 6a and the conductive layer 2, ^ = zone-plate support thickness, K s = relative dielectric constant, 
Z is the beam displacement and x is the lateral position along the length of the zone-plate support 6a measured from 
25 the midpoint. 

The solution of the above expression gives Z as a function of x and V and can be approximated by the expression: 

[4] Z(x,V) = Z mp (V)cos(TOC/L) 

30 

In expression [4], Z mp is the displacement of the zone-plate support 6a at the midpoint and L is the length of the zone- 
plate support 6a. The relative displacement Z mp /t eff is a universal function of U, where t eff = t G + XJK^ U = £ Q V 2 / (p t s 
W^res 2 ). f res = 1 1 ( 2L ) (S/p) 05 and S = the stress of the material forming the zone-plate support 6a. 

FIG. 14 shows the universal curve Z mp / t eff as a function of U. The plot shows that the displacement increases 
35 with V (or U) until it becomes unstable at U = U c = 11 .2. 

For given spacings between the reflective zone plate 8a and two wave guides, and a given distance between the 
two wave guides, the tilt angle, p, of the zone plate 8a can be determined by geometry. Knowing the tilt angle and the 
length of the zone-plate support 6a, the required relative displacement, Z^t^, of the zone plate support 6a can be 
determined. The corresponding value of U can be read from FIG. 1 4. This value of U and expression [5] can then be 
40 used to determine the voltage, V, to achieve the desired tilt angle p. 

For a zone-plate support 6b having a cantilever arrangement, the force expression is given by: 

EI(d 4 Z/dx 4 ) = 0.5e Q w V 2 / (t Q + t s /K s + Z) 2 

45 

where: E is Young's modulus and I is the moment of inertia and the other variables are as previously defined. The tilt 
angle and voltage requirements can be determined in a manner similar to that described for the doubly-supported 
beam configuration. 

Although a number of specific embodiments of this invention have been shown and described herein, it is to be 
so understood that these embodiments are merely illustrative of the many possible specific arrangments which can be 
devised in application of the principles of this invention. Numerous and varied other arrangements can be devised in 
accordance with these principles by those of ordinary skill in the art without departing from the scope of the invention. 



55 Claims 

1. An optical modulator/switch comprising: 
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a reflective zone plate for receiving an incident optical signal and returning a reflected optical signal that is 
focused at a location a predetermined distance from the reflective zone plate, the reflective zone plate having 
a first and a second state and defined by (i) a central circular region enclosed by a first plurality of spaced, 
concentrically-disposed annular-shaped regions, both the circular and annular regions being of a first type 
and (ii) a second plurality of regions of a second type located between the spaced annular-shaped regions of 
the first type, the reflective zone plate having one of either a first or a second configuration; and 
a zone-plate support, in which or on which the reflective zone plate is defined, the zone-plate support physically 
configured so that it moves in response to a force, changing state from or to the first state, to or from the 
second state; wherein, . 

in the first state, the reflective zone plate has a first orientation relative to the incident signal and the reflected 
signal follows a first path, and, in the second state, the reflective zone plate has a second orientation relative 
to the incident signal and the reflected signal follows a second path; and, wherein, the focal location lies along 
at least one of the paths; and, wherein, in the first configuration, regions of the first type prevent negative 
contributions to the amplitude of the reflected optical signal from reaching the focaf location and regions of 
the second type reflect positive contributions to the amplitude of the reflected optical signal to the focal location, 
and, in the second configuration, regions of the first type reflect positive contributions to the amplitude of the 
reflected signal to the focal location and regions of the second type prevent negative contributions to the 
amplitude of the reflected signal from reaching the focal location. 

The optical modulator/switch of claim 1 wherein, in the first orientation, the reflective zone plate is perpendicular 
to the the incident optical signal. 

The optical modulator/switch of claim 1 further comprising a first waveguide, wherein the first waveguide delivers 
the incident signal to the reflective zone plate and, in the first state, the first waveguide is in optical communication 
with the reflected signal, and, in the second state, the first waveguide is not in optical communication with the 
reflected signal. 

The optical modulator/switch of claim 1 further comprising a first and a second waveguide, wherein the first 
waveguide delivers the incident optical signal to the reflective zone plate and, in the first state, the second 
waveguide is in optical communication with the reflected optical signal, and, in the second state, the second 
waveguide is not in optical communication with the reflected optical signal. 

The optical modulator/switch of claim I further comprising a first, a second and a third waveguide, wherein the first 
waveguide delivers the incident signal to the reflective zone plate, and, in the first state, the second waveguide is 
in optical communication with the reflected signal, and, in the second state, the third waveguide is in optical com- 
munication with the reflected signal. 

A method for modulating an optical signal, comprising the steps of: 

changing between a first and a second orientation of a reflective zone plate relative to the optical signal in 
response to a control signal; and 

reflecting the optical signal off of the reflective zone plate, wherein, 

the change in orientation of the reflective zone plate causes a change in a path of the optical signal reflected 
from the reflective zone plate so that in the first orientation, the optical signal is reflected to a predetermined 
location, and, in the second orientation, the optical signal is not reflected to the predetermined location, the 
controlled change in optical path resulting in modulation of the optical signal. 

The method of claim 6 wherein the step of changing between a first and a second orientation further comprises 
generating an electrostatic force according to a control signal, the electrostatic force causing the reflective zone 
plate to change orientation. 

A method for switching an optical signal, comprising the steps of: 

moving a reflective zone plate relative to the optical signal in response to a control signal, the movement of 
the reflective zone plate resulting in at least a first and a second orientation of the reflective zone plate; and 
reflecting the optical signal off of the reflective zone plate to a first waveguide when the reflective zone plate 
is in the first orientation and to a second waveguide when the reflective zone plate is in the second orientation. 
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9. The method of claim 8 and lurther wherein the step of moving results in a third orientation of the reflective zone 
plate and the step of reflecting further comprises reflecting the optical signal off the reflective zone plate to a third 
waveguide when the reflective zone plate is in the third orientation. 

5 1 0. The method of claim 8 or claim 9 wherein the step of moving comprises generating an electrostatic force in response 
to the control signal that causes the reflective zone plate to move. 
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FIG. 5C FIG. 5D 
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FIG. 68 
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(54) Improved optical modulator/switch 

(57) An optical modulator/optical switch is dis- 
closed. The modulator/switch includes a reflective zone 
plate defined in a movable zone plate support. The re- 
flective zone plate focuses an optical signal reflected 
therefrom. In response to a control signal, a controlled 
voltage source applies a voltage across the movable 
zone plate support and a layer spaced from the zone 
plate support. The applied voltage generates an elec- 



trostatic force that causes the zone plate support to 
move towards the other layer. When the zone plate sup- 
port moves, the reflective zone plate's orientation to an 
optical signal incident thereon changes. Such a change 
in orientation alters the path of the optical signal reflect- 
ed from the reflective zone plate. The reflected optical 
signal can be directed to different receiving waveguides 
by changing the amplitude of the applied voltage. 
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